This scholarly and sensitive history of the Denbigh mental hospital in North Wales makes a valuable contribution to the history of psychiatry in its British context. It is not a study that makes a fanfare about its arguments, though briefly in the introduction it is acknowledged that the encounter with this institution has steered the author away from expectations fostered in a reading of Foucault towards an admiration for humanitarian effort and achievement in the face of considerable odds. Thereafter, it slips into a primarily descriptive mode. But this is not to denigrate: it is here that genuine insight and new understanding does constantly emerge, often springing from the smallest detail. With obvious sympathy for history from below, Pamela Michael frames her approach to the history of an institution as one that will place the patient at the centre of things. And there is the intriguing and original ambition to demonstrate how the culture of the patients helped to shape the institution. She does get some way in achieving such objectives. Intriguing stories of patients and their lives are scattered throughout, though often at the end of chapters rather than as central or even integral parts of the main story. Instead, at the centre, animating and holding together the narrative, is what one might call the character of the institution itself. Sitting in its archives, immersing herself in its architecture, and getting to know a staff past and present, who are committed historians in their own right, Pamela Michael has developed an empathy and quality of historical imagination that is often lacking in this type of institutional history. So it is her ability to describe the noise of asylum, for instance, her attention to the minute detail of the "daily round" and "underlife", not the patient narratives for all their interest, which saves this from being another empty asylum.

The coverage of such a long period, from nineteenth-century roots to twentieth-century dissolution, means that we also have here in miniature a history of modern British mental health care. Since no historian of recent years has managed to put this whole story together, and since Pamela Michael\'s command of this long sweep of history is so convincing, the value of the book goes beyond that of a mere case study. This is particularly so when it comes to the less familiar territory of the twentieth century where there are a series of important findings and the demonstration of what policy meant in practice. To some extent, this runs counter to what initially appears to be the book\'s central claim for significance: its development of what one might call a Welsh way in lunacy. Such an agenda follows a body of work over the last decade that has qualified an Anglocentric vision of British mental health care with work on Scotland and Ireland, but until now very little on Wales. Denbigh is certainly a good choice with this agenda in mind, not least because of the importance of the Welsh language in the North. Throughout, there is an attempt to probe the significance of the Welsh context, with the opening up of a Welsh social epidemiology shaped in particular by religion perhaps most intriguing. But for much of the time it is far from clear that this was a "Welsh system", rather than a case study for thinking about provinciality more generally, and it would certainly be a shame if the study were neglected as having a value in relation to the Welsh context alone. Indeed, anyone wanting a clear story of how the British way in lunacy changed over the course of two centuries and what this could mean for a single institution would not be being misdirected if they ended up, as they should from now on, in remote North Wales.
